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on Labor Day morning, 1971, I left my native Finland and embarked on a post-doctoral fellowship in Philadelphia at 
the University of Pennsylvania. I had finished 
my medical training and obtained a PhD in bio-
chemistry, and it was the custom then to go to 
the United States for an additional “year or two” 
of research training.
Finland is a clean, safe, organized, and, at 
that time, somewhat provincial country, so the 
cultural shock on arrival in the United States 
was palpable. To start, I had just completed my 
internship in the brand-new, spanking-clean 
Helsinki University Central Hospital, so the 
contrast with Philadelphia General Hospital 
was rather striking—this was a typical inner-
city hospital with huge wards infested with 
cockroaches, and gunshot wounds were one 
of the most common diagnoses. However, the 
research experience was good, and the papers 
started piling up. The first two years went very 
quickly, turning into a total of five years of 
postdoctoral training in basic sciences. A der-
matology residency at Washington University, 
in St Louis, Missouri, followed, enabling me to 
remain in the United States as a qualified, card-
carrying dermatologist.
In 1980, I established my own laboratory in 
California at Harbor–UCLA Medical Center 
and started recruiting my own postdoctoral fel-
lows. And they started coming. First came the 
well-trained Finns who all did their “two-years,” 
returned home, and became professors and 
chairs. Next were the hardworking Japanese, 
who returned to the Land of Rising Sun and 
excelled in their national academic circles. 
They were followed by other Europeans, and 
then Koreans. My current laboratory at Thomas 
Jefferson University in Philadelphia is populated 
by hard-working, well-organized, and detail-ori-
ented Chinese. Now, after 42 years in the United 
States, my laboratory has hosted more than 140 
predoctoral and postdoctoral fellows represent-
ing more than 20 countries, including such dis-
tant places as Albania, Tunisia, Singapore, and 
Outer Mongolia (Figure 1).
When these aspiring young scientists arrive 
in my laboratory, I often think of my own early 
experiences as a young postdoctoral fellow. The 
cultural differences, difficulties in settling down 
in a new environment, and language barriers are 
reminiscent of my own postdoctoral fellowship 
in the United States. However, it is clear that 
postdoctoral training abroad was beneficial, 
not only for myself but also for the majority of 
my own trainees, many of whom are leading 
scientists in cutaneous biology research and are 
currently chairs and deans in universities around 
the world. I believe that research training in a 
foreign laboratory can offer several advantages 
to academic dermatologists. The training they 
receive broadens their understanding of research 
techniques, principles, and interdisciplinary 
approaches and thus expands their scientific 
horizons, a necessary step in becoming 
independent investigators in whatever country 
their careers might evolve. Such an experience 
also provides invaluable insights into the 
nature of the global academic community and 
often results in lifelong friendships and a broad 
international professional network.
In the 1970s and 1980s, the United States 
was clearly the mecca for basic research, and 
numerous global leaders in dermatology trained 
in this country in the early stages of their career 
development. The times are changing, however. 
With the financial constraints of the research 
base in the United States but simultaneous 
growth of the research enterprise in Europe 
and in Asian countries, providing increasing 
financial support and booming infrastructure, it 
is not difficult to envision young scientists from 
the United States considering these countries 
for their postdoctoral training. Indeed, such 
“reverse” international exchange is already 
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evident at the more senior level. For example, Jerry Lazarus 
from the University of California, Davis, spent several 
years in China (Lazarus, 2013); John McGrath of King’s 
College in London recently spent a research sabbatical at 
the University of Osaka in Japan with Katsuto Tamai (both 
were my postdoctoral fellows in Philadelphia); and I have 
served as a Senior External Fellow at the University of 
Freiburg in southwestern Germany for the past three years, 
all with considerable success (Lazarus, 2013; Tamai et al., 
2011; Uitto et al., 2012). It is also clear that many Asian 
postdoctoral fellows are migrating to laboratories in the 
European Union, and many young scientists from around 
the world are attracted by the opportunities in Singapore 
and elsewhere. Perhaps in the not too distant future, US 
trainees might consider going to China, where the research 
enterprise is being built at a breathtaking pace.
There are also opportunities for nascent researchers to 
get an early career taste of the joys and benefits of interna-
tional exchange. Specifically, in 2007 the three major inves-
tigative dermatology societies—the Society for Investigative 
Dermatology (SID), the European Society for Dermatological 
Research (ESDR), and the Japanese Society for Investigative 
Dermatology (JSID)—established the Collegiality Award 
Program, which affords postdoctoral fellows the opportu-
nity to travel overseas to engage in sister society meetings, 
coupled with laboratory/dermatology department visits in 
the host country. To date, more than 40 junior investigators 
from 11 countries have benefited, and the academic and 
personal rewards are already evident. Such exchanges may 
well presage an uptick in longer international fellowships 
and growing achievements and friendships—just like those 
that I and many others have enjoyed.
These few vignettes are meant to encourage young 
scientists to consider postdoctoral training in research, 
whether basic, translational, or clinical, not only in their 
home country but also in an international setting, with 
lifelong benefits to the individual trainees as well as to 
our entire specialty worldwide. Organizations such as the 
SID, ESDR, and JSID, under the newly created umbrella 
of the International Investigative Dermatology Societies, 
will hopefully establish additional programs and develop 
specific strategies to support opportunities for international 
research fellowship exchanges.
Jouni Uitto
Section Editor
REFERENCES
Lazarus GS (2013) The joys of international dermatology. J Invest Dermatol 
133:279–81
Tamai K, Yamazaki T, Chino T et al. (2011) PDGFRalpha-positive cells in 
bone marrow are mobilized by high mobility group box 1 (HMGB1) to 
regenerate injured epithelia. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 108:6609–14
Uitto J, Rodeck U (2012) Integration of investigative dermatology into the 
global biomedical research enterprise: past, present, and future. J Invest 
Dermatol 132:1029–32
Uitto J, Has C, Bruckner-Tuderman L (2012) Cell-based therapies for 
epidermolysis bullosa—from bench to bedside. J Dtsch Dermatol Ges 
10:803–7
Figure 1. research faculty, fellows and staff of the department of dermatology and Cutaneous Biology at Jefferson Medical College, Philadelphia, in 2000. 
Many of them were international postdoctoral fellows in the laboratory of Dr. Jouni Uitto (star), representing some 20 different countries. (Adapted from Uitto 
and Rodeck, 2012) (Uitto and Rodeck, 2012).
